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Abstract:

Promoting ecological protection and high-quality development of the
Yellow River Basin is a major national strategy that is planned and
promoted by President Xi Jinping. As an important ecological formation
in the Yellow River Basin and an important part of the “China Water
Tower,” the Sichuan part of the Yellow River Basin plays an important
role in ecological management of the whole basin. Therefore, based on the
present situation and the rich experience of ecological protection and highquality development in the Yellow River Basin in Sichuan, this study puts
forward a feasible plan for long-term ecological management of the Yellow
River Basin in Sichuan.
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T

he Yellow River is China’s “Mother River” and the cradle of Chinese
civilization. Originating in the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau, the Yellow River
flows through nine provinces and autonomous regions, including Sichuan,
Gansu, Ningxia, and Inner Mongolia. It has a total length of 5,464 kilometers
and a drainage area of 754,200 square kilometers. It is the second-longest river
in China, after the Yangtze River, and it plays an important role in China’s
economic and social development and ecological security. On September 18,
2019, President Xi Jinping called for concerted efforts to protect the ecological

*

Jin Xiaoqin, Sichuan Academy of Social Sciences.
Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Jin Xiaoqin, Sichuan Academy of Social Sciences,
Chengdu. E-mail: jxq03@163.com.

20

│当代社会科学│2 0 21年第4 期│

environment and promote the high-quality developments of the Yellow River Basin at a symposium
held in Zhengzhou, Henan province. We must protect mountains, rivers, forests, farmlands, lakes,
and grasslands, address their degradation at the source in a coordinated way, strengthen coordination
and cooperation, promote high-quality development in the Yellow River Basin, and thus create
a new era of the Yellow River chorus. The speech put forward the objectives and tasks of highquality ecological protection and development in the Yellow River Basin, as well as signifying that
ecological protection and development in the Yellow River Basin have also risen to a national strategy,
similar to the coordinated development of the Beijing-Tianjin-Hebei region, the development of the
Yangtze Economic Belt, the Guangdong-Hong Kong-Macao Greater Bay Area, and the integrated
development in the Yangtze River Delta.
As a significant ecological formation, the Yellow River is an important part of “China’s Water
Tower,” and the construction of the Yellow River Basin in Sichuan has followed the practice of
ecological civilization regarding “Lucid waters and lush mountains are invaluable assets.” and a
“happy river” benefiting the public. We must also promote the spirit of our mission by serving the
overall development of Sichuan province and the country to ensure national ecological security. It
is a realistic choice that can accelerate ecological protection and high-quality development, promote
continuous ecological improvements, high-quality economic development, and maintain social
harmony and stability in the upper reaches of the Yellow River Basin in Sichuan.

The Importance of Ecological Protection and High-Quality Development in the
Yellow River Basin in Sichuan
Basic Situation of the Yellow River Basin in Sichuan
The Yellow River Basin in Sichuan flows through two prefectures and five counties, including
Shiqu County in Ganzi Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture (hereinafter referred to as Ganzi Prefecture)
and Aba County, Ruoergai County, Hongyuan County, and Songpan County in Aba Tibetan and
Qiang Autonomous Prefecture (hereinafter referred to as Aba Prefecture). It covers an area of 63,000
square kilometers and a drainage area of 18,700 square kilometers. This is about 2.4 percent of the
area of the entire Yellow River Basin. About 29,973 square kilometers were delineated as ecological
protection red line areas in five counties of Yellow River Basin in Sichuan, involving a population of
more than 230,000.
The Particularity of Ecological Management of the Yellow River Basin in Sichuan
There are many rivers in Sichuan, with more than 1,400 large and small rivers flowing in the
whole province. It is a veritable “province of a thousand rivers.” However, during the rainy season,
different regions of Sichuan often encounter heavy rainfall, especially last year in the Qingyi River,
the mainstream of the Fujiang River and its tributaries, and some tributaries of the Minjiang River,
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Tuojiang River, and Jialing River have over-preserved  water levels, which seriously threatens people’s
safety and property and affects the sustainable development of the economy and society.
The Sichuan section of the Yellow River Basin is an important water supply and conservation
area of the Yellow River. The mainstream of the Yellow River is 174.1 kilometers long in Sichuan,
accounting for 3.1 percent of the Yellow River. The largest tributaries are Heihe, Baihe, Jiaqu, and
Chaqu. According to statistics, 40 percent of the water volume in the dry season of the Yellow River
and 26 percent of the water volume in the wet season from Sichuan. In the national ecological security
strategic layout of “Two Screens and Three Belts,” the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau ecological formation,
the Loess Plateau-Sichuan-Yunnan ecological formation, and the northern sand prevention belt are
all located in or through the Sichuan section of the Yellow River basin. The ecological protection
for the Yellow River basin in Sichuan play a very important role in the strategic pattern of human
settlement and ecological security in China. Promoting the Yellow River basin ecological protection
and high-quality development in Sichuan, and effectively solving the problems related to production,
employment, education and health, and industrial development of the people in the valley are of
great significance to maintain social stability, promote ethnic unity, and strengthen the system of
governance at the grass-roots level in Tibetan areas. It can also provide a governance experience that
can be borrowed for other similar regions in other parts of the country. Therefore, it is of practical
significance to explore the fulfillment path of ecological governance in the Sichuan Basin.

The Initial Results of Ecological Protection and High-quality Development of the
Yellow River Basin in Sichuan
The Yellow River Basin in Sichuan strictly follows the relevant requirements of the “Outline
of the Yellow River Basin Ecological Protection and High-Quality Development Plan,” it adheres
to the path of ecological priority and green development and steadily promotes the implementation
of the deployments of the central and provincial party committees. Preliminary results have been
achieved in system design, industrial adjustment, cultural excavation, and ecological protection and
governance.
The System Design Is Perfect
According to the provincial strategic orientation of “Building the Northwest Sichuan Ecological
Demonstration zone,” Sichuan has compiled the introduction of “Northwest Aba Ecological
Demonstration Area Planning,” “The Implementation Plan of Wetland Protection and Restoration
System in the Yellow River Basin of Ganzi Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture,” “Soil Pollution Control
and Remediation Planning in Aba Tibetan and Qiang autonomous prefecture,” “Comprehensive
Prevention and Control of Heavy Metal Pollution in Aba Prefecture” and others. At the same time,
Sichuan also has introduced “Measures of Sichuan Province for Implementing Grassland Law of the
People’s Republic of China,” “Wetland Protection Regulations in Aba Prefecture,” “Ecological and
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Environmental Protection Regulations in Aba Tibetan and Qiang Autonomous Prefecture” and other
laws and regulations. Sichuan has made explicit provisions on ecological protection and utilization
management and incorporated them into the legalization track, which has provided institutional
guarantees for accelerating the ecological protection and high-quality development in the Yellow
River Basin in Sichuan.
Noticeable Results Have Been Achieved in Ecological Protection and Governance
The Yellow River Basin in Sichuan has always adhered to the main function positioning and
ecological function zoning, focusing on forest vegetation, grassland wetlands, rivers, and lakes,
and adhering to the principle of “Protection First, Ecology First” to promote ecological protection
and governance. It strictly implements “the system of river chiefs and lake chiefs,” “the one river/
lake, one policy plan,” and the most stringent water resources management system. It adheres
to the principle of “One Increase and One Decrease” and focuses on increasing forest and grass
coverage, forest accumulation, water conservation, reducing soil erosion areas, grassland overload
rates, and water body sediment content, and makes every effort to promote ecological construction
and protections. The Yellow River Basin has reduced the output of sediment by 12,000 tons and
is expected to reduce the transportation volume to 72,000 tons by 2025. It strictly implements the
responsibility system of top leaders and comprehensively rectifies and reforms the feedback problems
of central environmental protection supervision. The salient problems in the ecological environment
have been effectively addressed. Through the solid promotion of the comprehensive environmental
improvement of the whole region, the seven major projects of “Drought river valley management,
two modernizations, and three hazards management, land disaster management, ecological water
management, soil restoration, agricultural and rural pollution management, and scattered pollution
enterprise management” have been implemented. Both the intensity of water loss and soil erosion are
showing a downward trend.
The Layout of the Ecological Industry Is Further Optimized
Adhering to the green development path, the Yellow River Basin in Sichuan takes a green and
high-quality development path with Sichuan characteristics. In industry positioning, the Yellow River
Basin is positioned as a demonstration zone of grassland signature industry in northwest Sichuan, and
it is given priority in planning and overall promotion. Aba County is focusing on building a
commercial center at the junction of Sichuan, Gansu, and Qinghai, Ruoergai County is focusing on
building the most beautiful highland wetlands ecosystem as a tourist destination, Hongyuan County
will make a strong county for modern grassland animal husbandry, and Shiqu County will build
“China’s Most Beautiful Plateau Wetland.” In terms of industrial development layouts, based on the
protections for the source of the river in the northwest area and the opening to the north, we will
vigorously develop modern plateau animal husbandry, red tourism (tours to help people learn more
about the history of the Communist Party of China), grassland tourism, Ando nomadic cultural
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tourism, Tibetan medicine, photovoltaic wind energy, and other industries, and accelerate the
cultivation of Sichuan-Tibet yak, specialty fruits, Tibetan and Qiang medicine, and other ecological
products. Additionally, by developing tourism, characteristic agriculture and animal husbandry, clean
energy, national culture, an “enclave” economy, increasing the pace of industrial restructuring, and
upgrading and promoting high-quality development to improve the radiation capacity of industrial
agglomerations, we will expand the economy in the border areas of Sichuan, Gansu, and Tibet.
New Progress Has Been Made in the Excavation of Distinctive Cultures
To implement the spirit of President Xi Jinping’s important instructions on the protection of
cultural inheritance and development of the Yellow River, the Sichuan Provincial Department of
Culture and Tourism will work with the cultural and tourism departments of Aba Prefecture and
Ganzi Prefecture. The “Plan for the Protection, Inheritance and Promotion of Yellow River Culture
in Sichuan Province” has been compiled, and it is currently open for comment. The plan points out
that, as the source of the Yellow River in green, red and colorful ethnic cultures and origins of the
Long March spirit, it is rich in cultural heritage resources. By tapping Heyuan culture and the unique
cultural potential of the upper reaches of the Yellow River such as the Silk Road, the Ancient TeaHorse Road, the Tibetan-Qiang-Yi Corridor, and the Tang-Tibetan Ancient Road, a tourism system
such as the Great Jiuzhaigou, the Great Shangri-La, the Giant Panda, the Great Eastern Girl, and
the Tibetan-Qiang-Yi Corridor will be formed to realize the outstanding support for the high-quality
development of the Yellow River Basin in Sichuan.

The Main Problems for the Ecological Protection and High-quality Development
of the Yellow River Basin in Sichuan
Due to factors such as the natural environment, geographical conditions, and excessive issues
left from history, the Yellow River Basin in Sichuan has many problems such as lagging economic
development, weak industrial foundations, and insufficient innovation capabilities. Risks and
challenges such as the rebound of epidemics and the frequent occurrences of disasters still exist.
Insufficient Endogenous Motivation for Economic Development
A solid economic foundation and strong financial strength are important supports for
promoting ecological protection and high-quality development. In Sichuan, the Yellow River
Basin is a multiple superimposed area of old revolutionary bases, ethnic minority areas,
and underdeveloped areas with a small economic aggregate and weak economic strength. On the
level of development, the entire economy is even less than most counties, and the growth rate is less
than the provincial average. Regarding the pace of development, the gap between the province and the
country presents a widening trend. In 2020, due to the impact of Covid-19, the pandemic prevention
and control measures adopted have limited the flow of people, the concentration of factors, and the
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economic cycle to a certain extent. There has been a short-term “vacuum” in the operation of the
tourism industry, and some industrial enterprises have seen “irreversible” shutdowns. The retail sector
suffered “huge” shocks, and significant economic indicators have bottomed out. For example, the
total GDP of Shiqu County in 2020 was RMB1.216 billion, accounting for only 2.9 percent of Ganzi
Prefecture. The general fiscal budget revenue is RMB60 million, which is only 1.43 percent of the
Ganzi Prefecture. The budgetary expenditure is RMB2.386 billion. The support gap is large, and the
endogenous motivation to achieve high-quality development is seriously insufficient.
The Ecological Environment Is Still Unfavorable
The counties along the Yellow River in Sichuan are an important part of the Ruoergai
International Wetland; the main problems are “two conversions and three harms” and other
issues. The grassland desertification areas are about 25.5 million acres (including desertification)
in Aba Prefecture. The insect and rat pest area is 1,680 acres, the poisonous harm area is 108 acres,
and the wetland area has shrunk from 2,205 acres to 1,245 acres since the founding of the People’s
Republic of China. The area of the Ruoergai wetland has shrunk by 43 percent. The desertified area
of Shiqu County in Ganzi Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture has reached 60 percent (including 25
percent of the desertified area and 35 percent of the buried desertified area), increasing by 6 percent
every year. The grassland overload is 33.06 percent. The average fresh grass production per mu has
dropped from 325 kg in 1983 to 112 kg at present, a decrease of 65.6 percent. The phenomenon of
sand advancing and people retreating has already appeared in some areas. If the governance is not
intensified, the ecological functions of China’s second-largest wetland area will gradually degrade,
which will inevitably lead to the degradation of the water conservation function of the upper reaches
of the Yellow River, thereby affecting the ecological security of the lower reaches of the river.
Seriously Insufficient Investment in Ecological Funding
During the “13th Five-Year Plan for Economic and Social Development of the People’s Republic
of China” (the 13th Five-Year Plan) period, although the country and Sichuan province appropriately
increased the investment of ecological protection funds due to the large investments in ecological
environmental protections and their low returns, the willingness of social capital to participate is not
strong, financial policy support is limited, and the problem of inconsistency between the ecological
compensation standards and the standards of adjacent areas is obvious. For example, in terms of
grassland rodent control, rodent control investment criteria for areas in Qinghai is RMB5 per acre.
Still, the standard in Shiqu is only RMB1 per acre, and their rodent problem is more serious. The
grass grazing subsidy is RMB7.5 per mu per year in Aba Tibetan and Qiang Autonomous Prefecture,
while in Maqu County, which is adjacent to Gansu province, it is RMB21.67 per mu per year, and
it is about three times higher than that of Aba Prefecture. A complete ecological comprehensive
three-dimensional monitoring and evaluation system has been established in the Three-River
Source Area of Qinghai. Still, even the most basic ecological monitoring and evaluation system
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has not been completed in Shiqu County. Heihe River, Baihe River, Qu Jia, and other tributary
hydrological monitoring points have not been established, and relevant information materials are
unavailable. Sewage treatment, garbage treatment, medical treatment and construction waste facilities
along the river basins and counties have not yet achieved full coverage. The watersheds have not
yet established diversified environmental monitoring and governance system that adapts to the new
situation of needed ecological protection. The relevant departments rely on measuring instruments,
soil moisture analyzers, and other infrastructure to monitor work. They lack advanced equipment
such as geographic information monitoring systems (GIS), remote sensing monitoring technologies,
and wireless monitoring sensors. They are unable to support ecological monitoring, restoration, and
protection needs.
Slow Development of Characteristic and Advantageous Industries
The movement to bring new emerging industries to the Yellow River Basin in Sichuan is still in
its infancy. The role of traditional industries in stimulating economic growth has declined, and
innovation-driven capabilities are in urgent need of improvement. Most herders regard yaks as
their wealth, and their willingness and enthusiasm to enlarge the population and improve the
variety are not high. Grass-roots cadres told us that many people believe that the development
of a characteristic breeding industry is costly, time-consuming, and slow to achieve results. It is
better to pick caterpillar fungus and other sidelines to make money fast, and enthusiasm for the
development of ecological industries is not high. Since the processing factories for agricultural and
native livestock products are few, the processing conversion rates and resource utilization rates are
low. Because of this, the added value of products and ecological advantages cannot be exploited. In
addition, the local financial resources are limited, investments in protections of the intangible cultural
heritage infrastructure and the development of cultural products are seriously insufficient, and the
unique advantages of red culture, grassland culture and ethnic culture, and other cultural tourism
resources are not fully explored. The area lacks representative characteristic tourism products, and
the integrated development pattern of the cultural tourism industry has not yet been formed. Due
to the slow development of characteristic and advantageous industries, the integration of primary,
secondary and tertiary industries and the joint forces of regional development have not been
fully utilized.
Public Participation Needs to Be Improved
Due to the influence of folk customs, economic foundations, and education levels, the public
has a weak awareness of actively participating in ecological developments and protections. Most
people believe that the best plan is to rely on nature, obey nature, rather than govern or protect nature.
They fail to understand the relationships between ecology and development, ecology and people’s
livelihoods, ecology and stability. The survey found that more than 80 percent of the interviewed
people believe that ecological construction is just to plant trees and grasses, 30 percent of enterprises
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believe that ecological protections are the government’s business. Some farmers and herders have a
weak awareness of the rule of law, so illegal acts that damage the ecological environment, such as
arbitrary mining and digging, arbitrary hunting, arbitrary logging, and illegal grazing, have not yet
been eradicated.

Experience of Ecological Protection and High-Quality Development in the Yellow
River Basin
The comprehensive management and ecological restoration of the Yellow River Basin is a
systematic project that must keep pace with the times. Reviewing the course of comprehensive
management of the Yellow River Basin over the past two thousand years, we have accumulated rich
and valuable experience in long-term practices and mainly reflected on the following aspects.
Pay Attention to Excavating the Wisdom of the Ancients in Harnessing the Yellow River
Since ancient times, China has always been fighting against floods and droughts along the Yellow
River. There are famous figures in treating the Yellow River in terms of river management, such as
Dayu, Jia Rang, Wang Jing, and Pan Jixun. In terms of the concept of water management, there are
ancient guidelines such as “from avoiding to blocking,” “from blocking to dredging,” “from dredging
to guiding” and “from water control to sand control.” And a series of river control policies have
been formulated, such as “draining and guiding stagnation,” “three measures for river control,” and
“compress water to sweep out the sand.” The concepts and wisdom of the Yellow River governance
of the past generations, such as the combination of dredging and blocking, putting people first, and
scientific water management, contain value for our times.
Focus on Promoting the Coordinated Governance of the Yellow River Basin
The Yellow River ecosystem is an organic whole, so more attention is paid to the systematicity,
integrity, and synergy of protection and governance. Ecological protection and high-quality
development in the Yellow River Basin have now become an important national strategy. The upstream
and downstream, mainstream and tributary, left and right banks must work together, “jointly protecting
through promoted, coordinated major governance” is required for effective governance of the Yellow
River and the sustainable development of the Yellow River Basin in the new era. With systematic
thinking, the limitations of one area, one section, and one bank can be transcended, and the river’s
development and protection can be planned and arranged in a unified way, forming a joint effort for
industrial developments and adequate ecological protection for the entire Yellow River Basin.
Strengthen Systems and Mechanisms Construction
We need to focus on strengthening top-level designs and adhering to the working mechanisms
of central coordination, provincial responsibility, city, and county-managed implementations, and
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strive to innovate the system and means to improve the conditions along the Yellow River. We must
actively build research platforms and coordinate with the “Yellow River Studies Research Alliance”
with input from Yellow River Studies, People of the Yellow River, Yellow River Civilization and
Sustainable Development, and other periodicals and magazines, by establishing research centers,
regularly holding seminars and additional public information-sharing events, as we launch and
expand multi-level and multi-field cooperation mechanisms, and jointly promote the high-quality
development of the Yellow River Basin.
Scientific and Reasonable Development and Utilization
The Yellow River Basin contains abundant resources and national key ecological function zones,
and it is an important ecological formation and economic zone in China. The governance of Yellow
River is based on the integrity of the entire river basin and its ecosystems, and fully considers the
differences between the upper, middle, and lower reaches of the Yellow River, develops overall
planning based on the ecological functions of the different sections of the river, and pays attention to
the comparative advantages of various regions. The Yellow River Basin will promote sustainable and
high-quality economic and social development through the scientific and rational use of resources in
the Yellow River Basin.
Consider Emotional Identifications with the Yellow River
The Hui, Tibetan, Mongolian, Dongxiang, Tu, Salar, Bonan, and other ethnic groups have long
lived along the Yellow River Basin with the Han. Through efforts to control floods, the people of the
Yellow River Basin have worked together arduously and persistently for millennia. Through their
efforts to harness the river, a deep emotional tie was formed between groups. The faith and dynamic
identification of the people along the Yellow River has a robust endogenous motivation for the
ecological protection of the Yellow River Basin, which has a positive effect on the governance of the
river basin.

Feasible Ways to Promote Ecological Management of the Yellow River Basin in
Sichuan
As an important ecological formation and water conservation area in the upper reaches of
the Yellow River and the Yangtze River, Sichuan shoulders an important mission for maintaining
national ecological security. The ecological protection of the Yellow River Basin in Sichuan should be
based on national conditions and the national need for ecological security. It should firmly establish
“upstream awareness,” actively implement “upstream responsibilities,” have the courage to strengthen
“upstream responsibility,” and actively make “upstream contributions.” Therefore, to enhance the
ecological management and protections in Sichuan, and through learning from the Yellow River
management experience, the following points should be included in the ecological management of the
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Yellow River Basin in Sichuan.
Combine Watershed Management with Cultural Research
Culture is the soul of the Yellow River. Many ethnic groups have inhabited the Yellow River Basin
in Sichuan for thousands of years. The people of these ethnic groups have accumulated a wealth of
local knowledge regarding the behavior of the river. The essence of local knowledge is to realize the
ecological culture of harmonious coexistence between man and nature and respect nature while using
nature. Therefore, the ecological management of the Yellow River Basin in Sichuan should focus on
absorbing local knowledge, combining watershed management with ecological cultural research, and
using the power of culture to promote watershed management.
Combining River Basin Governance with People’s Livelihood Development
The ecological management of the Yellow River Basin in Sichuan must actively respond to the
new expectations of the people living and working in peace, accelerate the improvement of basic
public service levels for the whole basin, change the residents’ dependence on the water resources
of the basin and the surrounding forest and mineral resources as exclusive livelihood resources, and
broaden the sources of livelihoods available to the residents. Through effective river basin governance,
the economic value and social value of the Yellow River can achieve high-quality development,
allowing people in the basin to share the fruits of reform and development better, thereby enhancing
their sense of gain, happiness, and security.
Combining Watershed Management with Green Industry Development
The fundamental task of river basin governance is the restoration and development of
the ecosystem. Therefore, river basin governance must be combined with the development
of green industries. Through scientific designs at the institutional level, management must guide the
development of water-saving, environment-friendly, clean production-oriented sectors and strategic
emerging industries along the river basin, promote the layout of green sectors with high technological
content, low resource consumption, and less environmental pollution, and establish a green, delicate
and high-end industrial system, to promote the ecological industrialization and industrial ecological
construction of the river basin.
Combining Watershed Management with Ecological Civilization Systems
The construction of ecological civilizations involves revolutionary changes in production
methods, lifestyles, ways of thinking, and values. It requires systems and the rule of law to be
guaranteed. Sichuan should improve the Yellow River Basin governance to the height of the
construction of an ecological civilization system, improve the ecological protection and compensation
mechanisms, strengthen the support of modern technology, and use the “river (lake) chiefs system,”
“forest head system,” and “grass chiefs system” as the starting point. Let the ecological civilization
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system become a rigid constraint and an untouchable high-tension line for river basin governance.
Combine Watershed Management with the Cultivation of Ecological Awareness
River basin governance needs the leadership and promotion of the government and active
participation and support from the public. Governments should use the internet, newspapers,
miscellaneous blogs, and other news media to carry out in-depth education regarding environmental
regulations to guide the public to improve their production methods and their lifestyles through
ecological awareness. By encouraging the public to participate in the governance of the Yellow River
Basin, a good atmosphere of co-construction, co-governance and sharing will be created.
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